For personal use. Only reproduce with permission from The Lancet Publishing Group. DISSECTING ROOM I f I am foolish enough to mention that I am going for a massage after work, I can guarantee that someone will snigger or wink at me and make some kind of salacious comment. To be honest, it's that sort of reaction that kept my weary muscles away from the masseur's couch for my first half century. The dictionary definition tells me that massage involves kneading the muscles and joints of the body in order to stimulate their action and increase their suppleness. It sounds wonderful and I could certainly have benefited from some of that after stressful days in the surgery, but somehow the linkage between massage and sleaze always held me back.
The very name Massage Parlour reeks of furtive fumbling rather than wholesome kneading, and the kind of stimulation on offer is definitely not the kind I'm looking for (at least nothing I'll admit to here). Coming to think of it, even the name is odd. The first entry in the Shorter Oxford Dictionary tells me that a parlour is an apartment in a monastery or convent for private conversation, and since then, these private rooms have definitely acquired a somewhat scary reputation. The children's rhyme "Come into my parlour said the spider to the fly" is definitely a cue to run away.
However, times have changed. Along with the Global Economy and the Third Way, we now have the New Age and there is nothing that New Agers enjoy more than to get their oily hands on your body to sort out your mind. Half of my female patients seem to be taking courses in aromatherapy, reflexology, Indian head massage, and the like.
So now that massage is wholesome again, I finally decided to give it go. My choice was a new centre in one of London's fashionable high streets, owned by someone with a name like Petronella or Citronella who writes a holistic column for a glossy magazine and counts many famous people among her clients-allegedly. Your senses are lulled by the fountains, soft chanting, fruity fragrances, so that even getting your credit card out at the end seems quite pleasurable. Just as well, for this experience does not come cheaply.
Luckily though, it is as far away from sleaze as Osama Bin Laden from a White House barbecue. When I came to slip out of my pure white linen gown, Marigold (not her real name of course) discreetly held a little towel up between us and coyly looked away, as I heaved myself onto the massage table. Strange really because the next minute she was plunging her hands into nooks and crannies all over my body. She had hands with the power of a pneumatic drill, and under her unyielding pressure, the rock formations of rigid muscles all over my body, began to relax. It was a fantastic experience and left me with a real feeling of well being. I took my new body home-oiled and buffed, flexible and pain free-with a smile on my face and a determination to make a massage part of my regular routine.
That went well for a couple of months, but proved a big mistake when I went to Marrakesh. As a regular massagee, I had forgotten all my misgivings about sleaze and booked a session in the health club of a prestigious international hotel. It took me a while to understand that the fee merely provided me access to lovely Nadia. Once on the couch I was expected to whisk out some extra cash to pay for her special services. Unfortunately, my new age naivety cut no ice with Nadia. I just want a massage I explained limply, but after a few half hearted strokes of my shoulders she informed me that she was also working on reception and was expected to clean the Hamman between clients, so would have to leave me for a few minutes. After quarter of an hour I felt as though I had been laid out on a mortuary slab, and crept away feeling cold and creaky.
A massage in Marrakesh may sound marvellous, but definitely can't compare with the pneumatic talents of Marigold in Marylebone.
Peter Kandela

Massage
Apocalypse from now on When its economy was booming, it used to be said that when the USA gets a cold, Europe gets pneumonia. Now it presides over globalised insecurity. When Hong Kong gets pneumonia, the world goes into a panic. WHO has now warned travellers to postpone visits to Hong Kong and China's Guangdong province.
In the early months of 2003, a few hundred cases of an obscure viral chest infection spread around South East Asia. Courtesy of air travel, a handful turned up in Canada, Australia, and the UK. A condition for the microbiologists to check out, certainly. But a global public-health alert? Surely not.
Because nobody knew much about socalled severe acute respiratory syndrome, it offered a blank screen onto which the world could project its fears. It seemed to be spread directly to close contacts-but who could rule out a more dangerous airborne contagion? The death rate was only 4%-but could it become more virulent? After all there is currently no treatment and no vaccine. It might turn out to be just another flu-like illness-but what if it turned out to be like the 1918 flu pandemic that killed 40 million people?
In her commentary on the panic about AIDS in the late 1980s, the American critic Susan Sontag noted the widespread "sense of cultural distress or failure" in western society that seemed to create a need for an "apocalyptic scenario" and "fantasies of doom". This gloomy mood explained the "striking readiness of so many to envisage the most far-reaching of catastrophes".
Fears about an explosive epidemic of a lethal infectious disease compound existing anxieties about bioterrorism, nuclear war, or some environmental disaster, to create a peculiarly modern kind of apocalypse. The end is believed to be nigh, but this is a protracted condition rather than a terminal event, a state that looms but never happens. It is a case, as Sontag puts it, not of "Apocalypse Now", but of "Apocalypse From Now On".
Terrorism and war have now made a sense of impending doom even more pervasive. The fact that even apocalypse can become an ordinary expectation constitutes "an unparalleled violence that is being done to our sense of reality, to our humanity".
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